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HOW I LEARNED TO DRIVE
BY PAULA VOGEL
Graley Herren, Xavier University
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Showing students how non-naturalistic staging decisions can communicate
psychological effects distinct from those expressed by the dialogue.
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This exercise shows how Li’l Bit, the protagonist and narrator of
How I Learned to Drive, uses dramaturgical manipulation to assert control
over her legacy of abuse. Through the overt breaking of fourth-wall
realism, Li’l Bit is both an actor in her own drama and the orchestrator of
the memories she chooses to stage. Though not apparent in reading the
text, by illustrating in the classroom the unusual decisions Li’l Bit makes in
staging two key scenes, the teacher can show students how Li’l Bit uses
performance therapeutically to process her trauma.
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PREPARATION
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Students should have completed reading the play. The key scenes to
concentrate on for this exercise are the opening scene between Li’l Bit and
Uncle Peck and the “first driving lesson” scene near the end of the play.
If the teacher uses “trigger warnings” to prepare students for potentially
disturbing material in class, then that protocol should be followed in
teaching How I Learned to Drive.

MATERIALS
Two chairs.
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Nuts and Bolts
1 Read aloud the first part of the opening scene between 17-year-old Li’l
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Bit and 40-ish Peck. Remind students that the performer cast as Li’l Bit
is supposed to be in her mid-thirties. Ask if this dynamic—viewing two
middle-aged people on stage in a “make out” scene—alters their view of
the relationship. Why would Vogel do it this way?
2 Set up two chairs facing the students. Read aloud the stage directions
dictating that Li’l Bit and Uncle Peck are facing the audience throughout
this scene and never touch each other. Perform the second half of the scene
according to these stage directions, with the teacher shifting from chair to
chair delivering the lines. Why would Vogel position the actors this way?
Why would Li’l Bit, who is, after all, the person selecting and staging these
memories for the audience, choose to have this memory performed in such
an unrealistic, distorted way? What do her dramaturgical interventions say
about how she experienced the scene as a 17-year-old and how she looks
back on it now in her thirties?
3 Take a similar approach to the “first driving lesson,” i.e., the summer of
1962 when Uncle Peck takes Li’l Bit on a road trip. Read aloud the entire
scene from start to finish. Acknowledge the many levels on which this scene
is deeply disturbing. Consider ways in which this first instance of abuse
establishes patterns for Uncle Peck and Li’l Bit’s relationship thereafter.
4 Set up two chairs again. Read aloud the stage directions dictating that,
unlike in the opening car scene, the adult performers do look at and touch
each other in this “first driving lesson.” It is impossible for the teacher
to literally perform this scene—you can’t sit in your own lap, and you
certainly wouldn’t want to mimic any of the gestures of abuse described in
the script. But you can at least turn toward the empty chair and then move
from the “passenger seat” to the “driver’s seat,” demonstrating visually the
stark contrast with the prior chair exercise.
5 The key dramaturgical innovation of this “first driving lesson” scene is
that all of Li’l Bit’s words are spoken not by the adult performer but rather
by the Teenage Greek Chorus, who stands off to the side. Rise from your
chair and stand in the corner of the room. Read just the lines spoken by
the Teenage Greek Chorus from that isolated position away from the “car”
and away from the students/audience.
6 Return to your initial place and pose some difficult but important
questions. How does this scene differ from the opening encounter? Why
stage the “first driving lesson” near the end of the play? What is the impact
of having the adult performers physically interact this time? Why split Li’l
Bit’s part into two, with the adult performer acting out the bodily gestures
while the adolescent performer speaks the lines? Again, why would Li’l
Bit stage this scene in such an unrealistic, distorted way? What do her
dramaturgical interventions say about how she experienced the scene as an
11-year-old and how she looks back on it now in her thirties?
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HOW TO TEACH A PLAY

Reflection
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How I Learned to Drive is an important play, but it is tough to teach. Vogel
displays great courage, compassion, honesty, and creativity in writing the
play. One must also acknowledge, however, that the play confronts deeply
disturbing subjects and depicts scenes that can be very difficult to discuss. A
teacher must approach this material with sensitivity for its potential to upset
students. The classroom needs to be a safe place for students to voice their
outrage and disgust at certain characters and actions. Some students will
resist the play, its subject matter, and its (at times) seemingly sympathetic
portrait of Uncle Peck. Even if, like me, you find the play more nuanced
and the character of Peck more complex than an avid pedophile, it would
be a mistake to insist too early or too forcefully upon counterarguments to
this understandable resistance. Students need to know that their initial gut
responses are legitimate and will be validated in the classroom before you’ll
ever have any chance of guiding them into more complicated reactions.
This exercise examines the two most radically experimental scenes
in the play. The unexpected performance decisions Li’l Bit makes as de
facto director of her own memory play shed light on the damage she has
sustained, the lengths to which she will go to avoid, blunt, or censor her
past traumas, and the agency with which she wrests control over her past
and her future. By staging the scenes in class, even in rough and partial
fashion, students come to recognize Vogel’s distinctly theatrical approach to
addressing trauma. For instance, the split-casting of the final scene provides
a perfect dramaturgical translation of the psychological phenomenon of
“dissociation,” a common consequence of and coping mechanism for sexual
abuse. But Li’l Bit ultimately refuses to be defined exclusively in terms of
her victimization. Dramaturgical intervention becomes her primary tool for
reclaiming control over her life and her story.
Li’l Bit’s non-naturalistic staging of these scenes also serves as an
excellent example of Brechtian alienation effect. Brecht believed that realist
performance tends to breed uncritical identification with the characters and
passive acquiescence to the status quo. By contrast, alienated performances
draw attention to the artifice of performance, interject critical distance
between actor, spectator, and play, and encourage critical interrogation of
and active resistance to the dominant ideology. Brechtian alienation provides
a useful dramatic lens for viewing Li’l Bit’s disruptive dramaturgy. Brechtian
theory also helps draw attention to Vogel’s broader critical agenda. How I
Learned to Drive exposes and critiques the values of a society that eroticizes
girls from a young age while enabling and protecting the adults who exploit
them. The two scenes analyzed in this exercise lay bare the mechanisms of
psychological manipulation and sexual abuse. Adult Li’l Bit draws attention
to the dramaturgical gears by using them in such unconventional ways. Like
a master mechanic, she opens up the hood and shows us how the machinery
of abuse works. In the process she remodels her painful past into a vehicle
she can finally control. Then she hotwires the play and makes her getaway.
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